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celebration of Rome. "Nature and Empires flourish and decay" (1.
626)—the one entails the other. Pythagoras, the Samian sage, has
instructed Numa, and we end with this verse paragraph:
These Precepts by the Samian Sage were taught.
Which Godlike Numa to the Sabine brought.
And thence transferred to Rome, by Gift his own:
A willing People, and an offered Throne.
O happy Monarch, sent by Heav'n to bless
A Salvage Nation with soft Arts of Peace,
To teach Religion, Rapine to restrain.
Give Laws to Lust, and Sacrifice ordain:
Himself a Saint, a Goddess was his Bride,
And all the Muses o'er his Acts preside. (11.711-20)
I do not detect irony in these lines, but rather celebration, and even wishfulfillment. The Rome Dryden envisions is not unlike the England of
which he dreams. In his 1692 outline for an epic, he had hoped, following
Virgil and Spenser, to shadow "the Events of future Ages, in the Succes
sion of our Imperial Line." It would scarcely have been possible for
Jacobite Dryden even to appear to endorse usurping William III, whom
he could seldom resist criticizing. Yet Dryden accomplishes something
equivalent: he shadows events as he would like them to be, seeing a world
at peace, rather than perpetually engaged in continental wars, a monarch
in harmony with his people, rather than continually at odds with them,
and muses celebratingthis "happy Monarch," rather than taking potshots
at him.'^
Also in that epic plan, Dryden intended "to represent my living
Friends and Patrons of the Noblest Families," which he does in his
homage to his kinsman (and friend) John Driden of Chesterton—"Just,
Good, and Wise," who "to be lov'd himself, needs only to be known" (11.

" One might also note that Dtydcn had likened Chatles II to Numa in "Britannia Rediviva," but
that the real Numa, as depictedhere, is strikingly diSferent from Charles, who could scarcely have
been described as giving laws to lust.
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7, 6)—and in his opening poem that glowingly praises the Duke and
Duchess of Ormond, his longtime patrons {Fables is dedicated to the
Duke of Ormond). Dryden had also hoped to interweave into the general
design of his epic "many Beautiful Episodes." That term could be used to
describe the sentimental vignette of the centaur lovers, Cyllarus, a work of
art, and Hylonome, "Excelling all the Nymphs of double Race" (1. 541),
who die in one another's arms, fidelity and noble self-sacrifice in the midst
of the generally senseless slaughter of Metamorphoses, book twelve (11.
524-76). Or we could apply the term to Dryden's version of "Baucis and
Philemon," a celebration of unselfish conjugal love and devotion, or to
"Pygmalion and the Statue," depicting the hypnotic and delusory power
of art. Or to the "Speeches of AJax and Ulysses," contrasting brawn against
brain, and ending with the pathetic loss of heroic Ajax, an episode from
book thirteen of the Metamorphosis that follows Dryden's translation of
book twelve—having just finished covering the Trojan War, Dryden
apparently got carried away and had to keep on translating.'^ "Beautiful
Episodes" could include the Ages of Man section that appears, in different
versions, both in "Palamon and Arcite" (3:1058-80) and in the speech of
Pythagoras (11. 320-53), or the creation trope, borrowed from Lucretius
and inserted into "Palamon and Arcite" (3:129-48). I find it interesting
that Dryden claims "the Noble Poem oi Palamon and Arcite," to be "far
above all his [Chaucer's] other Stories." Even more interesting is the
reason why: because this tale "is of the Epique kind, and perhaps not much
inferiour to the Ilias or theyEewm: the Story is more pleasing than either
of them, the Manners as perfect, the Diction as poetical, the Learning as
deep and various; and the Disposition full as artful: only it includes a
greater length of time; as taking up seven years at least" {Works 7:44).
In just wandering from tale to tale, episode to episode, genre to genre,
what we discover is variety, copiousness, and comprehensiveness, the very
qualities that Dryden saw as intrinsic characteristics of English literature.
In An Essay ofDramatickPoesie,it was "the variety and copiousness of the

Dryden admits that he "ought in reason to have stopp'd" at the end of the twelfth book, but
the Speeches oiAjax and Ulysses lying next in my way, I could not balk 'em" {Works,7'.24c).
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English" (Works, 17:46) that made them superior to the French, and what
made Shakepeare tower above "all Modern, and perhaps Ancient Poets"
was that he "had the largest and most comprehensive soul" {Works,
17:55). That was in 1667. Now, in 1700, he describes Chaucer in similar
terms: "He must have been a Man of a most wonderful comprehensive
Nature, because, as it has been truly observ'd of him, he has taken into the
Compass of his Canterbury Tales the various Manners and Humours (as
we now call them) ofthe whole

nation, in hisAge" {Works,!i?)!).

Not only is Chaucer comprehensive, but what he comprehends is the
whole of the English nation. Those writing classical epics would hope to
do as much for their countries.
I am not claiming that there are exact parallels between Fables and
the epic. Far from it. Fables is a different genre, but that is the whole point.
It is English. It contains equivalents, substitutes, or better still, transforma
tions, a word I like because it informs the speech of Pythagoras, which,
with its vision of constant change, underlies all of FablesT Dryden has
found within this genre of miscellaneous, cross-connected tales something
that achieves the sweep and grandeur he had long admired, and had
nostalgically longed to emulate, in Homer and Virgil. Nor would I argue
that Dryden ever made any explicit claims of achieving something
equivalent to the epic. All the same, he hints as much in the opening lines
of the opening poem, "To Her Grace the Dutchess of Ormond":
The Bard who first adorn'd our Native Tongue
Tun'd to his British Lyre this ancient Song:
Which Homer might without a Blush reherse,
And leaves a doubtful Palm in Virgits Verse:
He match'd their Beauties, where they most excell;
Of Love sung better, and of Arms as well. (11.1-6)

Dryden calls special attention to "Of the Pythagorean Philosophy* by adding a headnote* in
which he calls"the Moral and Natural Philosophy <iiPythagoras...^z most learnedand beautiful
Parts of the
Metamorphoses {Works, 7:484).
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Since the next poem is to be Dryden's translation of "The Knight's Tale,"
it makes sense that he begins by praising Chaucer, ennobling him by
association with great poets of the past, and then steps in to assume the
mantle of the poet he calls his "Predecessor in the Laurel" {Works, 7:25):
If Chaucer by the best Idea wrought.
And Poets can divine each others Thought,
The fairest Nymph before his Eyes he set;
And then the fairest was Plantagenet. (11.12-14)
Since the Duchess was actually descended from John of Gaunt, she, like
Chaucer's patron, was a Plantagenet, and Dryden will go on to link her to
Emily and the Duke to Palamon, all to construct parallels between
Chaucer and Dryden.'* Like others, I have long regarded this as part of
Dryden's standard procedure of naming authors to establish alineage—he
does this in An Essay of Dramatick Poesie, in "To Congreve," and
negatively in MacFlecknoe (that is, Shadwell is bad because he is part of the
Ogilby-Heywood-Shirley line, as distinct from the Jonson-FletcherEtherege line).
But if we look at these lines in the context of Dryden's lifelong
concern with writing an epic of his own, I think he may be implying what
I have been arguing. Chaucer, whose Canterbury Tales provides the genre
Dryden is employing, does not merely match the beauties of Homer and
Virgil. He surpasses them, and he surpasses them by being different: he
"Of Love sung better, and of Arms as well," which allows Dryden to set up
the many tales in Fables that examine love in all its variety. Dryden no

I am well aware that in the Oxford (1958), California (2000), and the Longman's Annotated
Dryden (2005) texts, the gloss given for this allusion to Chaucer's Plantagenet is Joan, the
Countess of Kent, also known as "The Fair Maid of Kent." Given Dryden's deliberate attempts
throughout the poem to link himself to Chaucer, I think it much more likely chat the Plantagenet
he has in mind is Chaucer's duchess, that is, Blanche, the Duchess of Lancaster, wife of Chaucer's
patron, John of Gaunt (as the Duchess of Ormond is the wife of Dryden's patron, the Duke of
Ormond). See "Dryden's *To the Duchess of Ormond': Identifying Her Plantagenet
Predecessor," Notes & Queries 252:1 (2007): 57-60.
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longer needs to be burdened by his failure to write an original epic, because
he may well have accomplished the equivalent for his own country and
culture: in Fables, he may have tuned that ancient song to his British lyre.

"THE BOTTOM
OF ALL THINGS"
Christopher Smart's Old
Crone of Criticism
: MinWild

rs. Mary Midnight is a critic. The extent to which, in
1751, that statement was credible, or shocking, or
hilarious, or even simply unthinkable, is impossible now
to calibrate with precision. Yet in order to understand how readers at the
time may have engaged with the critical writings in Christopher Smart's
Midwife, or. The Old Woman % Magazine (1750- 1753), it is necessary to
consider such a question.By the mid-eighteenth century, it was becoming
less difficult than it had been earlier in the century for women to pass
judgment in print on matters of learning, for this was becomingthe age of
the "bluestocking." Yet to encounter a fearless, opinionated female voice
taking male scholars and poets to task was nonetheless unexpected, and
undoubtedly remarkable to some degree.'
' See the Introduction to Women Critics 1660-1820: An Anthology, ed. the Folger Collective
on Early Women Critics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), xv-xvi. For the mid-
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Messing about in the middle of this field of cultural proscription was
the young Christopher Smart, who in 1750 adopted the persona of an
elderly midwife. He was following the near ubiquitous custom, estab
lished by Swift and Steele early in the century, of employing a fictitious
character to conduct your essay-periodical.^ Using the voice of Mrs. Mary
Midnight, Smart wrote the major part of his Midwife, a monthly essaymiscellany periodical with an encyclopedic range of subject matter, but
couched in a tone of satirical playfulness, ribaldry, and epistolary mayhem
very far from the earnest didacticism of the Gentleman s Magazine or
Robert Dodsley's

Museum (1746-1747).' Mrs. Midnight's bizarre

correspondence forms the backbone of the magazine, but readers could
also expect letters from characters such as "J. Sable," undertaker, and
"Ralph Raganjaw," at whose shop you could purchase a new head.^
The contents of the Midwife were of a heterodox, and not predomi
nantly literary nature, but a substantial amount of literary criticism and
intervention in literary affairs is to be found in the magazine, and it is this
material, and the voice in which it is articulated, that is the subject of the
present discussion.' I have two aims here: one is to show how this choice

century shift toward a greater acceptance of women critics,see SamuelJohnson's Idler 39; Sylvia
Harcstark Myers, The Bluestocking Circle: Women, Friendship and the Life of the Mind in
Eighteenth-Century England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 129, and Gary Kelly's
YmtodLMctiontoBluestockingFeminism: Writings of the BluestockingCircle 1738-1789,yo\.l,cd.
Elizabeth Eger (London: Pickering and Chatto, 1999), xlv, ix~Ii.
^ For a close look at the beginnings of this custom, and at Smart's position within it, see Min
Wild, Christopher Smart and Satire: '^Mary Midnight" and the Midwife (Aldershot: Ashgate,
forthcoming 2008), esp. ch. 1.
^ Robert D. M ayo usefully defines the essay-miscellany as "a type of hybrid periodical combining
features of both the essay-serial [in which a single essay carried the content, as in the Spectator and
Rambler\ and the miscellany [which "offered a flexible combination of poems, stories, essays,
letters and informational articles"—as did the Gentleman s Magazine\." See Mayo, The English
Novel inthe Magazines,1740-1815 (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1962), 427-28.
^ For "J.Sable," see Midwife 1:97—98; for "Ralph Ragandjaw," see 3:18-21,62—64, and 118—20.
^ The following full Midwife articles concern, or practise, literary criticism: "On Poetry," 1:
32-35: "From Mr.SEMICOLON the CRITIC, to Mrs. Midnight," and "Some Remarks on the
CRITICS and CRITICISM of the Age, by Mrs. Midnight: Occasioned by the above Letter^ 1:
165-169; "To the Right Honourable the Lady **** " (in which Mrs. M. praises Warton's
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of a female voice was in itself a satirical stratagem, and the other is to
examine, through a close look at some of her criticism, the curious fact
that it is usually in the field of literary criticism that we find Mrs. Mid
night at her most ribald and scatological. How does this come about? For
we are used to being told— and this is by now a commonplace story for
students and teachers of the eighteenth-century periodical—that the
essay-serials, magazines, and essay-miscellanies which found their footing
as part of British daily life after the lapse of the Licensing Act in 1695 had
as their principal "project" the promulgation of "politeness" or "gentility."^
If this were true, or even, one might say, largely true, we might not expect,
by 1750—some fifty years into this process—a magazine including
outspoken ribaldry, scatological verbal exuberance, and acid, apparently
old-fashioned Juvenalian satire to be among the most popular and
successful publications of the day.^
In 1749 the twenty-seven year old Christopher Smart, after a distin
guished but increasingly dissolute ten years at Cambridge, moved to
London, embarking upon a precarious attempt to make a living as a
professional author. He was abandoning a secure position as "the pride of
Cambridge and the chief poetical ornament of that university," and
scholars have speculated at length on the reasons for his decision to do so.
The biographical consensus is that as a convivial and exuberant figure, he

"Newmarket"), 1: 122-24; "The ITCH (^SCRIBBLING proved to be catching,' and 'A few
Thoughts concerning ELEGY-WRITING," 2:23-29:"To the little ELEVATORS in Poetry who
love to surprise,' 2:80; "To the Criticks and the Poets,' 2:174-180; "TieLighterman, or the
dissembling'^MtimAti... Chirurgically dissected,' 2:197-204; "To Mrs. MARY MIDNIGHT"
(letter from "George Pilkinton," extolling a "Poem in praise of Hackney'),
"Mrs.
Midnight to tie Critics," 3:75-79;"On WIT," 3:109-11.
® See Brean S. Hammond, Professional Imaginative Writing in England 1670-1740:"Hackney
for Bread" (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 145-91' The Midwife first appeared in October 1750 and immediately went into four editions;
thereafter many articles and poems from Smart's periodical were pirated and reprinted in
numerous magazines and digests. Seven months later, John Newbery printed the first volume of
what was to become a three-volume collected edition of the entire sixteen numbers: see Chris
Mounsey, Christopher Smart: Clown of God (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2001), 99;
Robert Mahonyand Betty Rizzo, eds. Christopher Smart:An Annotated Bibliography 1743-1983
(New York: Garland, 1984), 145-90.
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found the constraints of life as a college fellow intolerable: he could not
marry, and was debarred for lengthy periods from the intellectual and
social life of London, where he was already established as part of a lively
group of playwrights, musicians and wits.®
Close work with the magazine establishes the fact that Smart chose
the persona of Mary Midnight for reasons of satire, and her deployment
owes much to that of Swift's "hack" in his Tale of a Tub. Her voice is stri
dent, hyperbolic and assertive to the point of lunacy. In the second
number she claims a sub-Dunciadic position as an Empress of "Dulness"
("M. MIDNIGHT, to all the Empresses on Earth, Greeting" I: 66-68),
commencing this exercise with a sentence marked both by her trademark
hyperbole and a (parodic) tendency to stray into a sort of misbegotten,
bombastic lyricism:
it be well known to all nations, as far as the glorious Sun, which
is the Eye of the Universe, hath darted his enlivening Beams,
and wherever his pale Mistress the Moon hath spread her mod
est Mantle, that the first Number of our imperial, superb and
pompous magazine was published no longer ago than the 16th
of October,1750,0.S. {Midwife, 1: 66)
Mary Midnight, however, is doing more as a persona than simply
providing laughs at the expense of other bombastic periodical editors, for
when she turns to matters intellectual, she shows a formidable amount of
scholarship, and this capability—unthinkable in a midwife at the

' The description is Charles Burney's. See Christopher Smart, Poetical Works, ed. Karina Will
iamson, 4 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987), 4: xxxviii. For Smart's early days in London, see
especially Rolands.Hotting, "Christopher Smart in London,''f?efearf^SraA'«o/rieStiJtcCo//e^e
of Washington 7 (March 1939): 3-15: Betty Rizzo and Robert Mahony, cAs., Annotated Letters
of Christopher Smart (Carbondale and Edwardville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1991),
14-15; Arthur Sherbo, Christopher Smart: Scholar of the University (East Lansing: Michigan
State University Press, 1967), 35.
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time—betrays one of the primary reasons for her existence, as we areabout
to see.'
The extent of her learning becomes clear by the middle of the second
number, when she introduces" Some Reflections on the Neglect of the Greek
Lan^age. By Mrs. Midnight; humbly address'd to all the Universities in
Europe."'" The nerve of that "humbly" is breathtaking:
As the Greek Language is at length a dead Language with a
Vengeance, since few Scholars living understand the very
Elements of it, I thought a Proposal for its Revival, would be no
means unworthy either of me or you.—The almost universal
Ignorance of this Tongue, is the more astonishing when we
reflect on the surpassing Skill and unwearied Diligence of its
Professors, in all the Universities of Europe, but more especially
in our own. (1: 65)
One might wonder what the"Professors" are actually doing, for despite all
the "diligence" of their ironically eulogized efforts, they cannot all be
included amongst the number of the "few Scholars" who actually compre
hend the language fully. The midwife then goes into vigorous battle,
revealing for the first time the depth of her unlikely familiarity with the
ancients:
Homer in poetry, Hippocrates in Physic, Herodotus in History,
Plato in moralVhiHiosophy, Aristotle in natural Philosophy and

' Midwivcs were often "unusually literate and generally well-educated; in thecase of...Jane Sharp
and Elizabeth Cellier both were well-versed in the classics too." However, it is hard to imagine
any midwife reaching a position from which she could credibly question the scholarship of
university dons. See Lisa Cody Forman, "The Politics of Reproduction: From Midwives'
Alternative PublicSphere to thePublic Spectacle
Eighteenth'Century Studies
32(1999): 481.
Margaret Cavendish dedicated her Grounds of Natural Philosophy (1668) "to all the Univer
sities in Europe"; she is conceivably a target. See A Princely Brave Woman: Essays on Margaret
Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, ed. Stephen Clucas (Aldcrshot: Ashgate, 2003), 1.
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Criticism, Plutarch in every Thing, have no Equals of any other
Nation or Language. Let us rouze therefore, my dear Brothers
and Sisters, let us rouze, and let my Example fill you with
Emulation. I have here sent you a Greek Translation of Virgil!s
famous Epigram on Augustus, done literally, very literally
indeed, that you may the better understand it. (1; 65-66)

Mrs. M. then prints the epigram in Latin, followed by her (able) transla
tion into Greek, without making the concession—to any of her "Bro
thers" or "sisters"—of printing it in English." By thus triumphantly
establishing her academic credentials and out-scholaring the scholars,
Mary Midnight as learned exemplar and malapert (she closes her letter
"Yours affectionately, M. MIDNIGHT") has bid for a place as a scholar
and a critic. To those in the know, the writer of this piece has delivered a
vigorously sarcastic criticism of the decline of learning in the universities,
and for everyone else he has provided a bit of entertaining knockabout
nonsensical impertinence. Politics are present here too, for neither Mrs.
M. nor Smart thought a great deal of the appointment of the Whig Duke
of Newcastle to the Chancellorship of Cambridge in 1749."

KarinaWilliamson provides a translation into English contemporary with the Midwife: "Rain
all the night, with sport returns the day; / Great Caesar thus with Jove divides the sway." See
Poetical Works, 4: 381. It is notable that Mrs. M. does not confine her complaint to the
English universities: Oliver Goldsmith, who was acquainted with Continental scholarship, had
the Principal of Louvain declare that "I never learned Greek, and I don't find that I have ever
missed it... as I don't know [it], I do not believe there is any good in it." See Goldsmith, The Vicar
of Wakefield (1766; London: Folio Society, 1971), 131.
Charles Churchill took part in this controversy at the end of Newcastle's long period as
Chancellor: see his "Candidate" and the notes to the poem. Poetical Works, ed. Douglas Grant
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), 349-72, 540-48. See also Paul Langford, A Polite and
Commercial People: England 1727-1783 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 21-23. Smart's
persona "Chimaericus Cantabrigiensis" is almost certainly referring to this appointment in a
Student piece where a "certain great man" is going to start "a Professorship of Dancing in both
the Universities....Indeed, there isa report that the same great personage intends also to introduce
a Professor of Tumbling, This (they say) is contrived to promote a quickness of succession, viz.
that while one set of men arc bowing themselves into preferment, another may be obliged to
tumble out of it" {The Student, 2:330). In Jubilate Agno, Smart once again reproved the
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The "Neglect of the Greek Language" provides a clear example of the
stratagem behind Smart's choice of a female voice. The subtext works like
this: things must indeed be in a parlous state in our universities if a
woman—a simple midwife—can do a better job at readingand translating
Greek than our professors.'' This is also the tactic behind the later letter
from "Mrs. Coxeter": a name which bears a little examination in the light
of my later argument that Smart was often fatally tempted to undermine
the force of his own satire by overstepping marks of propriety. This lady
successfully rcteaches her own son "his Latin and Greek, and English,
together with as much oiLogic, Rhetoric, Geography, Astronomy, Mathe
matics

Morality, as learned Men generally know" after he had lost

of this knowledge at university (2:215-219). During the battle of the
Ancients and Moderns,Theobald attacked Bentley in illuminating terms:
"he has dabbled in a Province, where even the Ladies are prepar'd to laugh
at and confute him." A later periodical by a different hand provides an
explanatory reductio ad absurdum of the rationale behind this: the Old
MaitLs correspondent "Anti-Gallican," on the brink of the Seven Years
War, has a lot of misogynistic fun playing with the suggestion that even
women could hardly be more ineffectual as soldiers than our present
demasculinized military.'^
When, then, Mrs. M. turns to literary criticism, the same stratagem
can be seen at work; in attacking certain poets and critics of her day she is
also mocking their incompetence by the very fact of her gender. Yet in
terms of scholarly credibility this is undoubtedly a walk on the high wire,
for there are pitfalls on every side, as we are about to discover. Crucial to

university: "For I pray God for the professors of the University of Cambridge to attend and to
amend" (B69).
lona Italia has recently concurred: "Smart's primary purpose in the Midwife seems to be to
satirize the incompetence of the maleintellectual establishment." I think, though, that "primary"
may be too strong. See The Rise of Literary Journalism in the Eighteenth Century: Anxious
Employment (London: Routicdge, 2005), 180.
Joseph M. Levine, The Battleofthe Books: History and Literaturein the Augustan Age (Ithaca
and London: Cornell University Press, 1991), 80. For the "Anti-Gallican" letters, see the Old
Maid 27; 157-62; 30:175-80; 33: 193-98; sec also 24.
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the germination and success of the voice of Mary Midnight is her con
scious alignment of her own writings to an established literary tradition,
which she herself indicates by her own list of unrivalled wits and implied
literary mentors; these are "Fielding, Lucian, Swift, Butler and Erasmus'
(2:118).
It is vital here to indicate that much of Mary Midnight's writing, not
least her self-parody and outrageous hyperbole, could be legitimated as a
tolerable exercise for a scholar at play—if not impeccably respectable, then
at least following classical precedents, and most readily identifiable as part
of D. W.Jefferson's retrospective "tradition of learned wit." Lucian and
Erasmus have both been identified as important figures in this world of
erudite display, of schoolmen on holiday, where, in Dustin Griffin's
words, "scholarship becomes spectacle."" It is telling that Rabelais, so
often cited as central to this tradition, is not in Mrs. Midnight's list of
nonpareil wits. Yet when she is at her most outrageous, the Frenchman's
raucous ghost is never far from her words.
The writer most consistently and most reverently invoked in the
Midwife is Swift, and Scriblerian targets—physicians, lawyers, and anti
quarians—are prominent among Mary Midnight's own. The magazine
combines the techniques of Pope's satirical eulogy and Swift's parodic
prosopopoeia in a familiar crusade against "dulness" in all its forms, yet it
is an imperilled latecomer to this battle, not least because of its own
undeniable status as—to use a contested term—a "hack" production.
Elsewhere I argue that Smart struggled to uphold the cultural attitudes
appropriate to a high-status poet and satirist in a medium suited to
populist writing for a mixed commercial market, and that, in thecompany
of his character Mary Midnight, he escaped into a form of "novelization."" Yet his persona, despite her own precarious position, insists upon
barring the doorway to authorship to those she feels unworthy of the
calling. Pope, Swift, and Gay,it has often been noted, borrowed an energy

D. W. Jefferson: ^TrUtram Shandy and the Tradition of Learned Wit," Essays in Criticism 1
(1951): 225-48; Dustin Griffin, Satire: A CriticalReintroduction (Lexington: University Press
of Kentucky, 1994), 74.
Wild, Christopher Smart and Satire.
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from the "low" genres they derided: Mrs. M., however, seems, in her very
derision of authors culled from the ranks of the "vulgar," largely to subsist
upon that energy.'^ As we shall see, employing the coarse and the vigorous
to assist in persuading writers and readers to eschew the coarse and the
vigorous held dangers for Smart, writing in a commercial magazine in
1751, that Pope, writing an epic poem as honorable satirist, had
managed—mostly successfully—to evade in 1728."
Let us turn now to three pieces from the Midwife which amply dem
onstrate the difficult terrain into which Smart and his persona have
wandered. Taken together these assume standards of high literary
excellence at the same time as they descend to an absurdity which could
be conceived of as destructive of those very standards. "The ITCH of
SCRIBBLINGprofez^ to he catching (2:23-27) and its companion piece,
"Afew ThoughtsconcerningBTEGY^'RXTYTiG' (2:27-29),have as their
local target William Kenrick. This gentleman, who might be seen as an
example of the unashamedly commercial hack, was described uncompro
misingly in the oldDAB as a"superlative scoundrel": he was a thorn in the
flesh of Goldsmith as well as Smart. Yet such "paper wars" between wits
were a staple of periodicals at the time, and were nothing if not popular."
Their capacity to "relieve the vacancies of life with amusement and

This paradox has been noted as a feature of eighteenth-century literature. The locus classicusy
in that here it has been interestingly theorized, is Peter Stallybrass and Allen White, but see also
other sources cited: Introduction, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (London: Methucn,
1986), 80-124; J, Paul Hunter, Before Novels: The Cultural Contexts of Eighteenth-Century
Fiction (New York: W. W. Norton, 1990), 171; Hammond, Professional Imaginative Writing,
6, H, 65,209,239; Pat Rogers, Grub Street: Studies in a Subculture (London: Methuen, 1972),
164, 199; Ronald
Popular and Polite Art in the Age of Hogarth and Fielding {Notzt
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979), 186.
Although, as J. V. Guerinot shows, there were attacks upon his "Billingsgate language" and
indecent imagery.See Gutnnot,Pamphlet Attacks on Alexander Pope: A Descriptive Bibliography
(London: Methuen, 1969), ivi,lix-lx.
For a lively account of Smart's participation in a different paper war, see Lance Bertelsen,
"^Neutral Nonsense, neither false nor true': Christopher Smart and the Paper War(s) of
1752-1753," in Christopher Smart and the Enlightenment, ed. Clement Hawes (New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1999), 135-52.
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laughter" was noted with little enthusiasm bySamuelJohnson in Rambler
40.^°
Mrs. Midnight's attack on Kenrick comes in the form of a story: a
cod-biographical sketch explaining how he caught the lamentable and
highly infectious "itch of scribbling"—this, of course, was a favorite
Scriblerian, and indeed classical, mode of attack on unsuitable authors.^'
The piece is equally indebted to Pope, who suggested that "the Desire of
Writing" is "properly term'dPruritus' and causes unpleasant discharges
from bad poets, to Spectator 582, and to Swift, who made superb sardonic
capital out of exploiting "the Phoenomenon of Vapours" and other
similarly mock-medical jargon in his Tale of a Tub^^ Mrs. Midnight ex
plains that "Mr. Kenderico" came of "honest" tradesman stock, and began
honorably as "Apprentice to a Rule-maker": his parents hoped to have
thus "provided for him, that he should have lived in the World, enjoyed
a Cut from a hot Joint of Meat every Sunday, and have had a new Coat
every Easter in the Year."

This sensible arrangement was ruined,

however, when:
unfortunately for this poor Man, a Poet came into his Master's
Shop...and, while he was bargaining for a black-lead Pencil, receiv'd a message from the Muses, that precipitated him away

The Yale Edition of the Works of SamuelJohnson: The Rambler,cd. W. J. Bate and Albrecht B.
Strauss, 3 vols. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1969),3: 217.
Smart and Kenrick may have become friends later, as it would seem from Smart's lines in
"Reason and Imagination" (1763), although judging from them it may have been a rather preachy
business on his parr.Sec Smart, Poetical Works,4:338,463.
The Prose Works of Alexander Pope. Volume 2, The Major Works, 1725-1744, ed. Rosemary
Cowler (Oxford: Blackwcll, 1986), 189; Swift,
Tale of a Tub, With Other Early Works
1696-1707, cd. Herbert Davis (Oxford: Blackwell, 1965), 105. Smart borrowed the Tale of a
Tub while at Cambridge: see Marcus Walsh, "A Cambridge College Library in the Eighteenth
Century: Smart's Borrowings at Pembroke College," The Library: Transactions of the
Bibliographical Society 12 (1990):45.
^ John Ginger says Kenrick was "apprenticed to a scale-maker." The 2004 DNB concurs, and
refers also to his "unwaveringarrogance and irascible temper." See Ginger, The NotableMan: The
Life and Times of Oliver Goldsmith (London: Hamilton, 1977), 310-13.
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without his Hat, which was carry'd after him by Mr. Kenderico,
who, as it then rained, very inadvertently put it on his own
Head, and, by that Means, contracted this terrible Disorder.
(2:24-25)
This was all the more unfortunate, explains Mrs. M., "on Account of his
Trade; for the Effluvia of the Brass used in the Joints of his Rules, has so
case-hardened his Face, that 'tis become absolutely callous": Kenrick has
lost the power to blush, and thereby gained the brass neck to pass off his
poetry as legitimate. The "Effluvia" from the lead in his pencils, has also
infected his writings with a ponderous weight, so that "everything he
scribbles sinks into Oblivion." "Plumb rules," then, were Kenrick's trade,
and not only has he abandoned the honest work of their manufacture, but
he has also spurned the accumulated classical knowledge that, after a
different sort of honest work, would have given him the means to claim
the title of author. Brass-faced Kenrick is infected with inveterate
boldness, a quality allied to the "pertness" which Pat Rogers defines as a
"dunce ly characteristic." Two months before the Midwife number which
carried "The Itch of Scribbling," and shortly after Kenrick had slipped in
under Smart's nose with his own piratical Old Woman % Dunciad, Smart's
persona Chimaericus Cantabrigiensis had in The Student linked such
boldness to the "audacity" he found in Longinus's "On the Sublime":
The Graecian znARoman writers had an absurd notion, that to
arrive at the true sublime either in poetry, or even prose, genius
and learningwere requisite in their extreams. Poor souls, what
notions they had!—Why, I'll produce you a set of spice of
either; and by an happy BOLDNESS (which expression
LONGINUS uses as synonymous to the sublime) confidently
ridicule all the possessors of those two unnecessary qualifica
tions, while they go on flying without wings, and, with an
incredible vivacity, pursuing ends without condescending to
carry the means along with them. {The Student, 2:185)
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Reading Longinus's sublime as synonymous with audacity enables
Chimaericus to attack the moderns root and branch for their neglect of
proper learning and hard thinking.^^ Here, with a vengeance, is Brean
Hammond's "model of authorship as the result of prolonged study and
immersion in the classics." Smart's Scriblerian position is also patent:
Swift'sprosopopoeic hack in the Tale is jubilant about modern methods of
becoming "scholars and Wits without the Fatigue of Reading or of
Thinkingl' and Pope has Martinus Scriblerus attempting to show that an
"Epic Poem may be made without a Genius, nay without much Learning
or much Reading."
In the piece immediately following the "Itch of Scribbling," Mrs. M.
furnishes us with a concrete example of Kenrick's literary incompetence.
In "A few Thoughts
ELEGY-WRITING" (2:27-29) the lady
proclaims the low status of the modern elegy, and the poor quality of the
"present Monody-mongers":
It is a strange thing that People will not reflect, that though this
is the meanest Species of Poetry, 'tis still a Species of Poetry, and
consequently requires very exalted Talents: No Matter for that

It is possible that a Smart intent on establishing his continuing Scriblerian credentials might
wish to display an antipathy to Longinus,i£ as Annabel Patterson contends, theclassical author s
sublime was still associated with radically democratic thought in the eighteenth century,as it had
been in the seventeenth. See Annabel Patterson,
the Lines (London: Routledge,
1993), 261-66.
Professional Imaginative Writing, 5; Swift, Tale of a Tub, ed. Davis, 91; Pope,
"Peri Bathous," Prose Works. Volume.2, ed. Cowler, 228. Henry Fielding, in the Covent Garden
Journal no. 1 (4 January 1752), makes the same point as Chimaericus, and sadly notes the
presence of "Mechanics" and "fine Ladies"among the "Usurpers of the Realm of Criticism." See
Fielding, The Covent-GardenJournal, ed. Bertrand A.Goldgar (Oxford:Clarendon Press, 1988),
18. For Smart's insistence in his writings on the importance of application to learning, see, in
poetry, "The Wholesale Critic and the Hop Merchant" as one example among many {Poetical
Works, 4: 370-72), and in prose, the number of The Student in which Smart's persona tells
university students that they need "a good knowledge of moral and natural philosophy; a
complete skill in the Latin; but above all things, the Greek language, without which no man can
be ascholar" {TheStudent, 2:143).
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—Away we go on, Neck or Nothing, without either Sense,
Genius, or Learning. {Midwife, 2:27-28)
Mrs. M. then cites two examples of solecisms from Kenrick's
"Monody to the Memory of...Frederick Prince of Wales": one acidly
queries his labeling of a personified "Fear" with the "Epithet" "TIP
TOED." We will visit the second in a moment. To conclude her piece,
Mrs. Midnight has saved her most cutting sally, which will serve to
underline the above discussion: "It must be acknowledged, in Justice to
Mr. Kenrick, that his Piece isvery equal, and tho' he is an insufferable Poet,
yet he's a very commendable Rule-Maker, and understands black lead
Pencils" (2:29). In fairness to Smart, this is not merely class animus, since
Mrs. Midnight has already allowed that people to whom "Nature has given
... an extensive Proportion of solid Understanding" might become worthy
of authorship, after the appropriate thought and study (2:26).
The other example of Kenrick's inadequacy brings us to the heart of
the matter. As an example of Kenrickian bathos, she chooses to castigate
this quatrain of his monody:
Hard by a strange fantastic Group appear.
Wan Cowardice, each Moment changing Seat;
Apprehension, PRICKED IN THE Rear,
And sober Melancholy, Mother of Conceit. (2:28)
What offends the lady is not just the bathos, and the importation of low
homely imagery into a tragic and lofty subject, but the similarity between

The publication of Kenrick's "Ode" is listed in the April number of the Gentleman s MagazinCy close to Smart's own "Solemn Dirge" on the death of the Prince of Wales, "as it issung at
Vaux Hall." The lapse of taste involved in juxtaposing this national tragedy with the "Arse-Gut"
in the Dragon ofWantley—which we arc about to see—seems not to trouble Mrs. M.
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his adjectival phrase and the one in an "old Ballad."^^ In a move inherited
from the tradition of learned wit which qualifies as a Midnightian trade
mark, she exaggerates a practice into absurdity in order to point up its
essential foolishness or illegitimacy. Here she implies that if Kenrick's
pathetic effort can be called a monody, then so can this vulgar ballad:
Poor APPREHENSION! so inhumanly has he treated her, that
she is exactly in the same disastrous Case as the Dragon of
Wantley, in the old Ballad—PRICKED IN THE REAR—
upon which he makes his Complaint to Mr. More in the foUowin^Monody.
Oh More of More-Hall
Thou sad Ras-call
I wish I had seen thee never;
With the Thing in thy Foot,
Thou hast PRICKT MY A—E—GUT
And I am undone for ever. (2:28-29)
Mrs. Midnight, suffice it to say, appears so intent upon maintaining
literary standards that, in printing this inadequately-disguised bit of arseguttery, she has herself been undone. The trouble is that she has adopted
a certain old-fashioned satirical method and used it for the purpose of
upholding the status of literature and also the pursuit of excellence. That
which, however, was apparently just about acceptable in Swift's day was
not necessarily so in hers: she has carried out this impeccably Scriblerian
manoeuvre using unforgivable vulgarity, and thus run counter to what has
been identified as a key aim of periodical editors: the inculcation of
politeness and gentility.

This is the very pattern of the choice of "low" imagery for "high" subjects which Pope derided
in "PeriBathous" {Prose Works. Vol. 2,ed. Cowler, 192). For the satirical plot of the ballad "The
Dragon of Wantley,"see Nick Groom, The Making of Percy s Reliques (Oxford: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1999)» 57, and for Henry Carey's play The Dragon of Wantley (1738), see Burlesque
Plays of the Eighteenth Century^ ed. Simon Trussler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969).
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There has been much emphasis of late on the position of the
periodical after the Tatler as guardian and establisher of"the polite":John
Brewer includes a classic version of this argument in his Pleasures of the
Imagination. Shaftesbury, figured by Lawrence Klein as the father of the
later eighteenth-century drive to politeness, pointed out that gentlemen
"(manage) pleasantry and raillery with good breeding, and (are) never
gross and clownish." If "company" is extended to the readers of printed
matter, as it so often is in modern scholarship, it is plain that Klein's
definition of politeness as "the art of sociability...of pleasing in company,
an art involving self-presentation, intersubjectivity, and self-love" would
hardly cover the arse-gut.^® In the Midwife, the "Memoirs of a Pamphlet
reflecting on the Miss G-[unning]-s," an unattributed and very nasty
prosopopoeic poem, has an incontinent poet employing the pamphlet in a
Vauxhall jakes, and represents the unquestionable nadir of politeness in
the magazine (2:228-34). This aspect of the magazine may be popular
with coffee-house wits, but the Horace Walpoles of this world will shut
it with a frown. They are all for the maintenance of standards, but the
means should support the ends, rather than appearing to be in tipsy
collusion with them. "Humour," Tully had declared in his Offices,"should
be of a well-bred and witty type, neither extravagant nor excessive."

^ John Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English Culture in the Eighteenth Century
(London: Harper Collins, 1997), 99-111. See also Lawrence E. Klein, "The Third Earl of
ShaftesburyandtheProgressofPoliteness,"£i^/?ree«^/'-CeK^«r7to(5?i« 18 (1984-85):186-214;
Stephen Copley, "Commerce, Conversation and Politeness in the Early Eighteenth-Century
Periodical,"
JoumalforEighteenth'Century Studies
6^^-77. For "pleasantry and
raillery" see Anthony Ashley Cooper, Third Earl of Shaftesbury, "Sensus Communis,"
Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, T/wejjed.Lawrence E.Klein (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999), 32.1 argue in Christopher Smart and Satire that in other areas of the
magazine, Mrs. Midnight*s old-fashioned prescription for social conduct seems based more on
Ciceronian "decorum"than on "politeness."See also Klein, "The Third Earl of Shaftesbury," 191.
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Sometimes the Midwife appears to be illustrating this remark by
antithesis.^'
As the final example here, we may consider the following irresistibly
exuberant example of Mary Midnight's critical voice, which is to be found
in her close dissection of a popular street ballad. Mrs. M.'s letter "To the
Criticks and the Poets" concerning the street song "On Jollity" (2:17480) is the most substantial piece of literary criticism in tht Midwife; here
Mrs. M. presents a mock encomium in a style which veers calculatedly
between severe academicism and armchair chatter. It is a vigorous attack
on the shortcomings of criticism as a "science," and on attempts to
discover literary merit in ballad poetry. That certain sorts of poetic excel
lence can be found in many ancient ballads had been Addison's claim in
the Spectator, where in 1711 he had praised the "extreamly Natural and
Poetical Sentiments" of "Chevy Chase" (no. 74) and seen similarities
between a scrap of Horace and "The Two Children in the Wood" (no.
85). Mary Midnight is late upon the scene, for Addison's eulogies to the
"inherent Perfection of Simplicity of Thought" in "Chevy Chase"
(70)—often regarded as prefiguring interest in ancient or primitive poetry
later in the century—had already been comprehensively attacked, almost
as soon as they had been published, and in a manner very like hers, if with
a little more erudition and considerably more delicacy.^"
In his pamphlet "A Comment Upon the History of Tom Thumb"
(1711), the Tory Dr. William Wagstafife parodied Addison, using irony
to invert his own apparent approval of Addison's thesis. Wagstaffe
absurdly took as his text the nursery poem he had discovered in "the
Library of a School-Boy," and compared it, as Addison did "Chevy Chase,"
to the epics of Homer and Virgil, with many flourishes of Latin quota-

Cicero, On Duties^ ed. M. T. Griffin and E. M. Atkins (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1991), 40. For Smart's borrowing of this at Cambridge, see "A Cambridge College
Library," ed. Walsh, 40. Walpole found Smart's burlesque show, "Mrs. Midnight's Oratory," to
be "the lowest buffoonery in the world" (Poetical Works, 4: xlvii).
See for example James Sambrook, The Eighteenth Century: The Intellectual and Cultural Con
text of English Literature {^2iAQ>\N\ Longman, 1993), 137.
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tion." Wagstaffe's pamphlet had appeared as an instant, and telling,
rebuke to Addison: in 1751 Mrs. Midnight may look like an embarrassing
aunt arriving late at a family ceremony. The practice of finding merit in
ballads, however, had not ceased and Smart may be responding to
sentiments similar to those expressed in the Gentleman sMagazine of Oc
tober 1751, which carried a letter praising the "beautiful and natural turns
of thought" in the words of an old Irish song."
"To the Criticks" begins with a sentence which bears the stamp of
the Midnight character to perfection, including as it does a barefaced fib,
some brass neck of her own, and a cosily self-referential declaration: "In
some of my former Papers I pointed out the Excellency and true characteristical Beauties of Pastoral and Elegiac Poetry, and I shall now, for your
Instruction and Entertainment, give you my Sentiments on the Ode and
the Song; two Species of Poesy that are of all others my peculiar Favour
ites" (2:174).^' She insists upon the distinction between the two: the
writer of odes "mounts Pegasus upon the Withers, and for Fear of falling
holds fast by the Mane; but the Ballad-monger gets up behind, sits a
Degree lower, and to save himself, clings close to the Tail" (2:175). Here
also we are reminded that Mary Midnight, as she has earlier confessed, is
a woman who takes pains "to examine the Bottom of all Things" with
which she has any concern (1: 42).
Mrs. Midnight su^ests that "On Jollity" was written by "one of our
Poets of the last Century." He was "a Sort of Mule in Verse" who could
"mix these two Species together, and make of them a true and poetical

William Wagscaffe, "A Comment Upon the History of Tom Thumb," introduced by W. K.
Wimsatt (Los Angeles: The Augustan Reprint Society, 1957). Fielding's burlesque Tragedy of
Tragedies, or the Life and Death of Tom Thumb the Great {\72>\) does not acknowledge its pro
genitor. I am indebted to Nick Groom for drawing my attention to Wagstaffe's piece.
Gentleman's Magazinell-AGj.WickQtoom has noted the continuing popularity of "ancient
vernacular Scottish songs" through the eighteenth century, and in the 1740s and early 1750s
several collections of Scottish ballads were published. See The Making of Percy s Reliques, 63.
A look at the articles in question shows that she did not do this: we have just seen the article
on elegies, and as to the piece on "Pastoral," Mrs. M. had promised her readers this in her second
number (1:81), but it never appeared. It is possible that her high-handed instructional tone here
parodies John Hill's insufferable and ponderously OiCzAtmic Inspector.
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Hermaphrodite." Comparing him favorably with Horace and Pindar, she
then prints his deathless creation in full:
JOLLITY: An Ode, or Song, or both.
I.
There was a jovial Butcher,
He liv'd at Northern-fall-gate,
He kept a Stall
At Leadenhall,
And got drunk at the Boy at Aldgate.
II.
He ran down Houndsditch reeling
At Bedlam he was frighted.
He in Moorfields
Be sh-t his Heels,
And at//oxrow he was wiped. (2:175-6)
Mrs. Midnight proposes to point out to the critics, "for the Dignity of
[their] Science," and "according to the Rules of Art," "the Beauties, the
Graces, and elevated Sentiments in this much-admired Piece." She brings
in a battery of authorities to defend her poet's beginning in "the plain
Stile." Such a tactic is "agreeable to the laws prescribed hyAristotle,Diony
sus, Longinus, and Quintilian, and pursuant to the great Examples of
Homer, Virgil iLnd Milton." Following a line-by-line exposition, she grows
excitable after the revelation of the butcher's dwelling-place:
Hitherto we are peaceable enough, for Pegasus only trots; but
now the Poet is all on Fire, and his Steed foams at Mouth:
He kept a Stall
At Leaden-hall,
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And got drunk at the'S>oy at A<i^2iX.t.
And got drunk!—ay, got drunk! why that's an Atchievement
we little expected: It surprizes us, and therefore is extremely
agreeable; for the Business of Poetry is toinstruct, to elevate and
surprize. And how amply is this effected? We are instructed, and
that in a few Words, that.
He kept a Stall
At Leaden-hall:
We are elevated with the Thoughts of his getting drunk, and
extreamly surprized that it was at the Boy at Aldgate; for who
the Devil would have thought of his getting drunk there.
(2:177)
"Our Author" is then praised for his "Knowledge of Nature and the mech
anic Laws." This knowledge, she avers, exceeded that of Homer, as
exemplified in the unknown poet's understanding of the butcher's
mysterious ability to reel and run simultaneously.
Via a quotation from Pope's "Essay on our Science," Mrs. M. con
gratulates the unknown poet for imitating Virgil in his refusal to delay the
"Catastrophe" of the song—in this case with a description of Bedlam.'''
She proceeds to applaud the accuracy of his geography, and finishes by
suggesting that he was born at Hoxton, which must have been the reason
he decided to "bring the Jovial Butcher from Northern Falgate to enrich
(Hoxton) with his Burthen."

Pope on Homer, "Postscript to the Odyssey^" Prose Works. Vol. 2, ed. Cowier, 59, and see
Henry Fielding's remark that '^Horner... appears to have (at least) known the Principles of every
ArtandSciencewhichwere discovered in hisTime" (The True Patriot^ (1745), The True Patriot
and Related Writings, cd. W. B. Coley [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987], 158). Mrs. M. quotes
Vopcs Essay on Criticism', False Steps but help them to renew the Race: /As, afier stumbling,Jades
will mend their Pace" (3:11.602-3).
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The joke of "To the Criticks," then, is an old one, and so is its
method of burlesque juxtaposition, but it is possible to lose sight of its
major target. Addison's praise of Chevy Chase had depended on an
argument about popular taste; he had given qualified assent to the notion
that the taste of the "Multitude, tho' they are only the Rabble of a Nation"
might have an universal application {Spectator70). Wagstaffe's pamphlet
ridiculed Addison on the grounds that if we are to be taking instruction
from the multitude we might as well take it from children: the Midwife
piece, employing irony in a very similar mode, implies through scatological
excess that what the common people in the London streets are singing is
even more inappropriate for literary exposition.
It is bad criticism, though, that sits squarely under the lash here.
Under the wos/sustained attack—as in Wagstaffe's "Tom Thumb"—are
Pope's plodding "criticlings," those whose criticisms are based on the
"Rules of Art" and on piecemeal textual shredding.J. V. Guerinot descibes
their critical method as "consisting largely in minute attention to every
phrase and word." Such formulaic criticism is also attacked, more subtly,
by Johnson in his Idler papers (nos. 60 and 61) on "Dick Minim"; in
terestingly similar in point of attack to Smart's (prior) onslaughts upon
Kenrick, these pieces, as Philip Smallwood has noted, are good-natured as
saults on the "Practical Criticism" of the day.'' It is worth noting the fact
that sometimes Smart andjohnson seem sometimes to be in interaffective
dialogue through their journalism, and it is not inconceivable that topics
might have arisen from mutual discussion.
The small literary world of London, and its satellites in the provinces,
will recognize the references to and the borrowings from Pope, the allu
sions and indeed the whole point of "To the Criticks." However, there is
another side to all this. We cannot know for certain how the Midwife was
read, but we do know that it was popular, and it may well have been
possible to read "To the Criticks" in a very different, more literal way.
What have we here, on the face of it? An elderly woman is presenting the

Guerinot, Pamphlet Attacks on Alexander Pope, liii; Philip Smallwood, Johnson's Critical
Presence: Image, History,Judgement (Aldershot; Ashgate, 2004), 23.
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coarsest of ditties and discussing fouled breeches and the nature of
drunkenness. If the narrator ofjane Austen sNorthanger Abbey found the
language of the

reprehensible, what would she have made of this?

I am certain, for example, that "To the Criticks" was not reprinted in the
1761 New Boghouse Miscellany for the justness of its literary argument.'^
The satirical methods that Smart inherited from the Scriblerians
depended upon "a sharp contrast" between the "right," the normal, and
what is dressed up to appear as the foolish or demonstrably abnormal. One
might say that the Midwife blurred that contrast: by delighting in and
overdressing the latter category it made it possible to lose sight of the
former. What she has done in "To the Criticks," as she so often did, is to
overstep certain cultural marks, and though the overall meaning of the
piece is impeccable in terms of its Scriblerian heritage, because of the very
zest with which she sets about the task—"for who the Devil would have
thought of his getting drunk there"—it may sell copies by the cartload in
1751, but will find itself, in the twenty-first century, confined to aggrieved
footnotes in scholarly works on Smart as poet. He was after all subjected
at the time—in the Gentleman sMagazine oiMA.ndn 1751—to the charge
of "prostituting" his "genius and learning" merely for writing the prologue
and epilogue for a production of Othello?^
It may even be suggested that one of Smart's impulses in the Midwife
was actually to ridicule the impulse to "gentrification" in the mid-century

]int tiMstea,Northanger Abbey
ch. 5. The New Boghouse Miscellany: or, a Companion
for the Close-Stool-. Ann. Bib., 236.
The letter in question was signed "B. C.,° and addressed from Cambridge; its writer, though
an unidentifiable figure, was—despite the bonus of additional publicity which he granted to
Smart—apparently no friend to the gentleman. It appears that it was both the quality of the
Othello verses and their use in a public commercial arena which roused B. C.'s ire: "I wish the
world had not known that this prologue and epilogue were written by a gentleman, who has
hitherto been esteem'd a genius and a scholar; for nothing but the publication of them with his
name, would have convinced the world that he was the author;and it is to be hoped that he will
consider before it is too late, that even genius and learning, prostituted to such service, must at
length lose their dignity, and be regarded only as the tools of those who hire them for their use'
(Gentleman'sMagazine2\: 122).
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periodical. It is not only in the Midwifes literary criticism that we find
Rabelaisian excess—when it suited her, rhetorical strategy could allow
Mary Midnight to scorn gentility, or refuse the domestic: "Every little
helps, as the old Woman said when she did something'm the Sea" (1:193).
Furthermore, in her Scriblerian attack on antiquarians,she clearly relished
her correspondence with their Society concerning a petrified turd. Yet the
bulk of Mary Midnight's indecencies occur as part of her literary criticism,
and it would seem that Smart—as did Sterne soon afterward—gained
licence for this from the tradition of learned wit, which enabled scholars
on the loose to indulge themselvesin ways inimical to propriety. The liter
ary criticism in the Midwife demonstrates unequivocally that even if the
periodical was the bearer of the values of "politeness" to the new readers
of post-Licensing Act print culture, this process did not occur without the
protest of at least one vigorous, scatological, and very funny voice.

